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ADJUSTABLE PIPETTE 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to pipettes, and more par 
ticularly to an adjustable pipette having an improved stop 
arrangement for sample aspirating and dispensing strokes of 
different lengths. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PRIOR ART 

Pipettes are used for transferring liquid samples having a 
precisely measured volume. A piston assembly is moved in 
an aspirating stroke, ?rst doWn into a pipette body and then 
up to draW or aspirate a sample into a sample receiving 
region, such as a disposable tip. Then the piston assembly is 
again moved doWn in a dispensing stroke to dispense the 
sample from the sample receiving region. It is desirable that 
the piston travel farther in the doWnWard direction during 
the dispensing stroke than during the intake stroke so that the 
resulting overtravel positively expels the entire sample. 
US. Pat. No. 3,827,305 discloses a pipette typical in 

many respects of the prior art. A main spring biases the 
piston in the upWard direction, and the user overcomes the 
force of this spring When moving the piston doWn. An 
overtravel spring biases a loWer stop to a normal position 
Where it limits doWnWard travel of the piston during the 
intake, aspiration stroke. During the discharge or dispensing 
stroke, the user forces the piston to overtravel by overcom 
ing the force of the overtravel spring as Well as the main 
spring so that the loWer stop is moved doWn from its normal 
position. 

This knoWn loWer stop arrangement requires skill and 
strength. During the aspirating stroke the user must move the 
piston doWn all the Way to the loWer stop to assure that a full 
sample is draWn up. But the user must not move the piston 
beyond its initial contact With the loWer stop, or else the 
aspirated sample is too large. Auser therefore must detect by 
feel the proper doWnWard limit of the aspiration stroke. 

Typically the overtravel spring is stronger than the main 
spring. A stiff overtravel spring aids the user in detecting 
contact of the piston against the loWer stop Without moving 
the loWer stop during the aspiration stroke. In pipettes Where 
the overtravel spring serves an additional function of apply 
ing force to a loWer seal, a stiff spring also increases the 
sealing effect. The use of a strong overtravel spring requires 
the user to apply a relatively large force during the dispens 
ing stroke to overcome the overtravel spring force and move 
the loWer stop. 
US. Pat. Nos. 3,506,164; 3,766,784 and 4,435,989 dis 

close pipettes having indexing mechanisms With rotatable 
members responsive to piston movement for alternately 
limiting doWnWard motion With spaced loWer stops to 
achieve relatively shorter and longer aspiration and dispens 
ing strokes respectively. The alternate action is automatic, 
With no user input other than repetitive, purely axial piston 
operation. Although these devices eliminate the need for the 
user to overcome a large spring force for overtravel 
movement, they are undesirably complicated, expensive and 
delicate. In addition, the automatic alternate selection by the 
internal mechanism of either an aspiration or a dispensing 
stroke can lead to inadvertent interchange of the strokes and 
resulting error. 

US. Pat. No. 4,117,728 discloses a pipette With cooper 
able plunger and casing shoulder means for regulating 
relative movement of the pipette plunger and casing to 
permit the sequential and separate pickup of different 
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2 
liquids, the mixing of the liquids, and the dispensing of the 
mixed liquids. This pipette does not a provide a mechanism 
for achieving a dispensing stroke that is essentially longer 
than the aspirating stroke. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Aprincipal object of the present invention is to provide an 
adjustable pipette having an improved loWer stop arrange 
ment for providing sample aspirating and dispensing strokes 
of different lengths. Other objects of the invention are to 
provide a pipette in Which an increased dispensing stroke 
length is achieved Without requiring great operator skill or 
strength; to provide a pipette in Which the thumb button is 
shaped to facilitate rotation of the plunger assembly to 
alternate positions corresponding to different aspirating and 
discharging plunger strokes; to provide a pipette permitting 
the user to see the mechanism that provides either an 
aspirating or discharging stroke; to provide a pipette With 
positive, solid stops at the bottom of both the aspirating and 
dispensing strokes; to provide a pipette eliminating the 
necessity for the user to compress a heavy spring or to 
compress more than one spring While performing aspirating 
and dispensing operations; to provide a pipette Wherein the 
need for a single repeated user thumb movement is avoided; 
and to provide an improved pipette overcoming disadvan 
tages of knoWn adjustable pipettes. 

In brief, in accordance With the invention there is pro 
vided a pipette for aspirating and dispensing liquid samples. 
The pipette includes an elongated body having a longitudi 
nal axis, the body having an upper handle portion and a 
loWer portion. The body de?nes a cylinder communicating 
With the loWer portion. Aplunger assembly moves axially in 
the body and includes a piston movable axially in the 
cylinder aWay from the loWer portion to aspirate a liquid 
sample and toWard the loWer portion to dispense a liquid 
sample. An upper stop engages the plunger assembly and 
de?nes an upper position. First and second loWer stops 
engage the plunger assembly and de?ne ?rst and second 
discrete loWer positions of the piston assembly The ?rst and 
second loWer stops are spaced apart axially and circumfer 
entially relative to the axis. A return spring connected 
betWeen the body and the plunger assembly biases the 
plunger assembly upWard toWard the upper position. The 
plunger assembly includes an axially extending operating 
shaft for moving the plunger assembly doWnWard to one of 
the loWer positions. The plunger assembly includes a radi 
ally extending and rotatably mounted loWer stop engaging 
portion, the stop engaging portion being rotatable in a ?rst 
direction for engagement With the ?rst loWer stop to de?ne 
a relatively shorter aspiration stroke of the plunger assembly, 
and the stop engaging portion being rotatable in a second 
direction for engagement With the second loWer stop to 
de?ne a relatively longer dispensing stroke of the plunger 
assembly. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 

The present invention together With the above and other 
objects and advantages may best be understood from the 
folloWing detailed description of the preferred embodiment 
of the invention illustrated in the draWings, Wherein: 

FIG. 1 is an isometric vieW of a pipette embodying the 
present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a front vieW of the pipette of FIG. 1; 
FIG. 3 is a top vieW of the pipette of FIG. 1; 
FIG. 4 is a sectional vieW of the pipette taken along the 

line 4-4 of FIG. 2; 
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FIG. 5 is an exploded front vieW of certain components of 
the pipette; 

FIG. 6 is an exploded isometric vieW of the operating 
shaft and guide sleeve of the pipette; and 

FIG. 7 is an enlarged, fragmentary sectional vieW of the 
pipette corresponding to a portion of FIG. 4. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Having reference noW to the draWings, there is illustrated 
an adjustable pipette constructed in accordance With the 
principles of the present invention and designated as a Whole 
by the reference character 10. In general the pipette 10 
includes an elongated body 12 and a plunger assembly 14 
axially movable Within the body. The body 12 includes an 
upper handle portion 16 and a loWer body portion 18. The 
plunger assembly 14 is biased upWard by a plunger spring 20 
(FIGS. 5 and 7) and is moved doWnWard by a thumb button 
22. Aremovable and disposable tip 24 (FIG. 4) is frictionally 
carried by the loWer body portion 18. The user depresses the 
plunger assembly 14 to a ?rst loWer stop position and then 
places the tip 24 into a container of liquid sample material. 
Then the user permits the spring 20 to raise the plunger 
assembly 14 in order to aspirate a liquid sample into the tip 
24. The user then depresses the plunger assembly 14 again, 
this time to a second stop position loWer than the ?rst stop 
position. This dispenses the liquid sample, and because the 
second stop position is loWer than the ?rst stop position, the 
dispensing stroke is longer than the aspirating stroke. The 
resulting overtravel provides a blast of air folloWing dis 
pensing of the sample and assures that the sample is com 
pletely dispensed. After use, the tip 24 is usually removed 
and replaced With a neW tip 24. 

The handle portion 16 is shaped so that it ?ts comfortably 
in the hand of the user. A lip 26 extends forWard from the 
front of the top of the handle portion 16. The lip 26 includes 
a doWnWardly sloping surface 28 that embraces the fore?n 
ger of a user. When the user presses the thumb button 22, the 
lip 26 applies the reaction force to the fore?nger of the user. 
The doWnWardly sloped surface 28 makes it easy for the user 
to hold and control the pipette 10, and makes it possible to 
suspend the pipette from the ?ngers alone. 

The loWer body portion 18 is attached to the loWer end of 
the handle portion 16 by a nut 30. The nut 30 captures a 
guide sleeve 32 Within the handle portion 16. A shoulder 34 
of the sleeve 32 engages the upper end of a seal loading 
spring 36. The loWer end of the spring 36 bears against a 
cylinder sleeve 38 slideably supported in the loWer body 
portion 18. The loWer end of the cylinder sleeve 38 engages 
a seal assembly 40 including an O-ring seal 42 and a ?anged 
seal support Washer 44. The O-ring seal is loaded With a 
constant spring force supplied by the spring 36 against a 
conical Wall portion 46 of the loWer body portion 18 to 
provide an airtight seal of the interior of the loWer body 
portion 18. 

The plunger assembly 14 includes a plunger shaft 48 With 
its upper end projecting above the handle portion 16. The 
thumb button 22 is ?xed by a set screW 50 (FIG. 4) to the 
top of the plunger shaft 48. A transverse pin 52 is ?xed into 
the loWer end of the plunger shaft 48 and serves as a radially 
extending stop engaging member. The bottom end of the 
plunger shaft 48 engages the top of a spacer shaft 54, and the 
bottom of the spacer shaft 54 mates With a plunger piston 56 
that is slidable axially in the cylinder sleeve 38. UpWard 
movement of the piston 56 in the cylinder 38 reduces 
pressure Within the tip 24. The reduced pressure is employed 
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4 
for aspiration of a liquid sample. DoWnWard movement of 
the piston 56 in the cylinder 38 increases pressure Within the 
tip 24. The increased pressure is employed for dispensing of 
a liquid sample. 
Sample siZe is adjustable by axially positioning an upper 

stop member 58 including a threaded shaft section 60 
received in a ?xed, threaded body nut portion 62. UpWard 
motion of the plunger assembly 14 is limited by engagement 
of an upWardly directed shoulder 48A (FIG. 6) of the 
plunger shaft 48 against a stop surface 63 (FIG. 4) formed 
on the stop member 58. The upper stop member 58 is seen 
in its uppermost position in FIGS. 4 and 7. In this position 
a liquid sample of a maximum siZe is aspirated. The upper 
stop member 58 is moved doWnWard to select a smaller 
sample of adjustable siZe. 
A sample siZe adjustment collar 64 includes a knurled 

?ange 66 above the top of the handle portion 16. A sleeve 
portion 68 of the collar 64 is received in the upper end of the 
handle portion 16, and is keyed for axial sliding movement 
and simultaneous rotation to a head portion 70 of the upper 
stop member 58. The head portion 70 contains a journal 72 
slideably supporting the plunger shaft 48. The sleeve portion 
68 is slightly tapered and in it illustrated loWermost position 
is Wedged and locked in a ?xed position Within the handle 
16. To change the sample siZe, the user axially lifts the ?ange 
66 to free the collar 64 for rotation. Then the user turns the 
?ange 66 to rotate the collar 64. Because the collar 64 is 
keyed to the upper stop member 58, the stop member 58 is 
also rotated. The threaded shaft 60 turns in the nut 62 and the 
upper stop member moves axially to a position determining 
the desired sample siZe. Afurther description of the structure 
and operation of the locking adjustment collar 64 may be 
found in US. Pat. No. 5,650,124, incorporated herein by 
reference. 

A display 72 provides an indication to the user of the 
selected sample siZe. The display includes three rings car 
rying numeric indicia 74, a units ring 76, a tens ring 78 and 
a hundreds ring 80. Indicia 74 are vieWed through a WindoW 
82 provided in the handle portion 16. The units ring 74 is 
keyed to rotate With the upper stop member 58, and the rings 
76, 78 and 80 are interconnected by a drive assembly 84 so 
that a sample siZe indication is presented at the WindoW 82. 

A tip ejection mechanism generally designated as 86 is 
used to remove the disposable tip 24 after each sample 
transfer operation. The mechanism 86 includes a loWer 
ejector member 88 mounted for axial movement on the 
loWer body portion 18. Athreaded shaft 90 connects the top 
of the ejector member 88 to an axially movable, generally 
U-shaped drive member 92 mounted Within the handle 
portion 16 of the body 12., A loWer sleeve 93 at least 
partially encircles the loWer portion of the loWer body 
portion 18 adjacent to the upper edge of a tip 24 mounted on 
the base (FIG. 4). The drive member 92 has spaced apart 
aims 94 and 96 terminating at spaced apart locations near the 
top of the handle portion 16. Apivot pin 98 is carried by the 
lip 26 of the handle portion 16, and pivotally supports an 
actuating lever 100 including a pair of similar button por 
tions 102 located at opposite sides of the pivot pin 98. The 
upper portions of the aims 94 and 96 bear against the 
underside of the lever 100 at opposite sides of the pivot pin 
98. 

To eject a tip 24 from the loWer body portion 18, the user 
presses one of the button portions 102. The lever 100 pivots 
and pushes one of the aims 94 or 96 to force the drive 
member 92 axially doWnWard. The drive member 92 in turn 
forces the ejector member 88 doWn and the loWer edge of the 



US 6,295,880 B1 
5 

sleeve 93 engages the upper edge of the tip 24, pushing it out 
of frictional engagement With the loWer body portion 18. 
The abrupt release of the frictional holding force causes the 
tip 28 to quickly move free of the base 26. The lever 100 
provides a mechanical advantage as compared With mecha 
nisms Where the user presses axially on a button attached to 
the end of an actuator rod. The resulting increase in ejection 
force is an advantage especially When a tip 24 is frictionally 
held tightly in place. 

The location of the button portions 102 at opposite sides 
of the handle axis makes it easy and natural for the user to 
apply the tip ejection force With the thumb. Because the 
lever 100 includes tWo button portions 102, the user can 
operate the ejection mechanism 86 by pressing a button 
portion 102 at either end of the lever 100. The arrangement 
accommodates both right and left handed users, and also 
permits the user to select the more comfortable side or to 
vary the tip ejection motion to reduce fatigue. A further 
description of the tip ejector mechanism 86 beyond that 
helpful to an understanding of the present invention may be 
found in pending US. patent application Ser. No. 09/373, 
488 ?led on Aug. 12, 1999, incorporated herein by refer 
ence. 

In accordance With the present invention, the guide sleeve 
32 includes ?rst and second loWer plunger stops 104 and 106 
that are both axially and circumferentially spaced form one 
another. More speci?cally, a pair of similar guide slots 108 
are provided in the Wall of the guide sleeve 32. The slots 108 
are symmetrical With respect to the central longitudinal axis 
of the pipette 10 and the plunger assembly 14. Each slot 108 
de?nes the stops 104 and 106 at stepped locations at the 
bottoms of the guide slots 108. The stops 104 are located 
above and to the side of the stops 106. 

The stop engaging pin 52 extends to both sides of the 
plunger shaft 48 and is received in both of the guide slots 
108. When the plunger assembly 14 including the plunger 
shaft 48 and the pin 52 is moved doWnWardly, its doWnWard 
movement is limited by engagement of the pin 52 With either 
the upper stops 104 or the loWer stops 106. The plunger shaft 
48 can be rotated around its axis, With the amount of rotation 
being limited by engagement of the pin 52 With side Walls 
110 of the slots 108. As a result the pin 52 is alWays aligned 
With either the upper stops 104 or With the loWer stops 106. 
The upper stops 104 are used to provide a relatively shorter 
axial stroke for aspiration of a liquid sample into the tip 24, 
and the loWer stops 106 are used to provide a relatively 
longer axial stroke for dispensing a liquid sample from the 
tip 24. 

The thumb button 22 is provided With a special noncir 
cular shape to assist the user in easily and reliably selecting 
either an aspiration stroke or a dispensing stroke of the 
plunger assembly 14. Button 22 is symmetrical around a 
front to rear plane coinciding With the axis of the plunger 
assembly 14, and includes a pair of similar lobes 112 and 114 
located at opposite sides of the plunger shaft 48 and plunger 
assembly axis. The lobes 112 and 114 are pressed doWnWard 
by the user during aspiration and dispensing strokes respec 
tively. The radial distance betWeen the lobes 112 and 114 and 
the plunger shaft axis results in a torque around the axis 
When the thumb button 22 is pressed. As a result, When the 
user presses doWn on-either lobe 112 or 114 to move the 
plunger assembly 14 doWnWard, the thumb of-the user also 
and simultaneously applies a rotational force to the plunger 
assembly. Indicia “ASP” for aspirate and “DIS” for dispense 
are carried by the lobes 112 and 114 to assist the user in 
selecting either an aspirating or a dispensing stroke. 
When lobe 112 is pressed, a clockWise moment is applied 

to the plunger assembly 14 and the stop engaging pin 52 is 
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6 
aligned With the uppermost loWer stops 104. As a result, as 
the button 22 is pressed doWnWardly, the pin 52 engages 
stops 104 to provide a relatively shorter aspirating axial 
stroke length. Conversely, When lobe 114 is pressed, a 
counterclockWise moment is applied to the plunger assem 
bly 14 and the stop engaging pin 52 is aligned With the 
loWermost loWer stops 106. As a result, as the button 22 is 
pressed doWnWardly, the pin 52 engages stops 106 to 
provide a relatively longer dispensing axial stroke length. To 
further assist the user in selecting the intended stroke, a 
WindoW 116 may be provided in the handle portion 16 to 
permit a vieW of the pin 52 and one of the guide slots 108. 
This permits the user to immediately understand the nature 
and function of the mechanism for alternating aspirating and 
dispensing strokes. 

Because of the lobes 112 and 114 and indicia thereon, and 
the presence of the WindoW 116, the operation of the pipette 
10 in achieving aspirating and dispensing strokes is apparent 
to the user and easily understood. Therefore the need for 
training and a high level of user skill is reduced. The stops 
104 and 106 provide solid and positive, easily detected 
limits to the aspirating and dispensing strokes, and there is 
no need for the user to detect more subtle limits such as 
provided by different spring forces. Elimination of the 
requirement that the user overcome a relatively large spring 
force during the dispensing stroke reduces user fatigue, and 
the operation of the pipette 10 is very smooth. In addition, 
because the seal spring 36 is not compressed by axial 
plunger motion, it can be tailored to optimiZe the sealing 
effect, and there is no tendency for the seal 42 to be 
overstressed. Fatigue is also reduced by the fact that the 
user’s thumb motion and position are different for aspirating 
and dispensing strokes. 
While the present invention has been described With 

reference to the details of the embodiment of the invention 
shoWn in the draWing, these details are not intended to limit 
the scope of the invention as claimed in the appended 
claims. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A pipette for aspirating and dispensing liquid samples, 

said pipette comprising: 
an elongated body having a longitudinal axis, said body 

having an upper handle portion and a loWer portion, 
said body de?ning a cylinder communicating With said 
loWer portion; 

a plunger assembly axially movable in said body; 
said plunger assembly including a piston movable axially 

in said cylinder aWay from said loWer portion to 
aspirate a liquid sample and toWard said loWer portion 
to dispense a liquid sample; 

an upper stop engageable With said plunger assembly and 
de?ning an upper position; 

a stop structure ?xed to said body and including ?rst and 
second loWer stops engageable With said plunger 
assembly and de?ning ?rst and second discrete loWer 
positions of said piston assembly; said ?rst and second 
loWer stops being spaced apart axially and circumfer 
entially relative to said axis; 

a return spring connected betWeen said body and said 
plunger assembly biasing said plunger assembly 
upWard toWard said upper position; 

said plunger assembly including an axially extending 
operating shaft for moving said plunger assembly 
doWnWard to one of said loWer positions; 

said plunger assembly including a radially extending and 
rotatably mounted stop engaging portion, said stop 



US 6,295,880 B1 
7 

engaging portion being rotatable in a ?rst direction for 
engagement With said ?rst loWer stop to de?ne a 
relatively shorter aspiration stroke of said plunger 
assembly, and said stop engaging portion being rotat 
able in a second direction for engagement With said 
second loWer stop to de?ne a relatively longer dispens 
ing stroke of said plunger assembly. 

2. A pipette as claimed in claim 1, said stop engaging 
portion extending radially from said shaft, and said shaft 
being mounted for both axial and rotational movement 
relative to said body. 

3. A pipette as claimed in claim 2, said shaft extending 
upWardly from said handle portion to the exterior of said 
body, and a thumb button mounted on the end of said shaft 
for moving said shaft axially and for rotating said shaft in 
said ?rst and second directions. 

4. A pipette as claimed in claim 3, said button being 
noncircular and including ?rst and second lobes located at 
opposite sides of said axis for selecting the direction of 
rotation of said shaft. 

5. A pipette as claimed in claim 2, further comprising a 
sleeve mounted in said body and surrounding said shaft, and 
a slot in said sleeve receiving and constraining said stop 
engaging portion, said slot having a stepped bottom de?ning 
said ?rst and second loWer stops. 

15 

8 
6. A pipette as claimed in claim 5, said elongated body 

including a WindoW exposing said stepped bottom and said 
stop engaging portion. 

7. Apipette as claimed in claim 5, said plunger assembly 
including a pair of said stop engaging portions symmetrical 
about said axis, and said sleeve including a pair of said slots 
symmetrical about said axis. 

8. Apipette as claimed in claim 1, further comprising an 
upper member carried by said body and de?ning said upper 
stop, said upper member being axially adjustable to move 
said upper stop and simultaneously vary both said aspiration 
stroke and said dispensing stroke. 

9. A pipette as claimed in claim 8, said upper member 
being threaded in said body, and an adjuster member con 
nected to said upper member and being rotatably mounted at 
the top of said handle portion. 

10. A pipette as claimed in claim 1, said loWer portion of 
said body being attached to the loWer end of said handle 
portion by a nut, a seal member Within said loWer portion, 
and an additional spring in compression betWeen said handle 
portion and said seal member for applying a compressive 
sealing force to said seal member. 

11. A pipette as claimed in claim 1, said handle portion 
supporting a tip ejector means for ejecting a removable 
sample containing tip from said loWer portion. 

* * * * * 


